Abstract. The field of knowledge management (KM) research is wide and interdisciplinary in nature. From an implementation perspective, it is often associated with information technologies (IT) and information systems (IS) professionals. In our study, we chose to focus on understanding the perceptions of non-IS professionals in order to gain a first-hand understanding of KM issues from their perspectives. This paper reports the preliminary findings of an ongoing research which aims at exploring some of the issues and concerns commonly associated with the notion of KM among non-IS practitioners. Our research subjects were targeted at very senior executives, managers and consultants engaged in human resource (HR) and other management functions. The main objective was to elicit a variety of KM perceptions and concerns common to these non-IS professionals based in Singapore. Through a series of focus group sessions, a range of issues is surfaced and categorised broadly into themes such as organisational culture, KM vision and leadership, roles of human resource management, knowledge sharing, talent shortage, accessing and documenting knowledge, knowledge regeneration and learning. The findings also raise new challenges for HR management in the context of KM research and practice.
Introduction

Motivation
Contemporary organisations have realised the value of organisational knowledge and the need to manage it * E-mail: bizlawyf@nus.edu.sg effectively. Within organisations, knowledge resources are increasingly being perceived as critical intellectual assets with strategic roles in organisational survival and competitiveness. The concept of organisational knowledge management (KM) has generated considerable interest among diverse groups of professionals in academia and industry over the past few years. However, the field of KM is often plagued by an overwhelming amount of seemingly related literature from diverse disciplines, especially because of its context-specific nature and requirements. These give rise to a very wide spectrum of views, opinions and perceptions about KM, which make it really difficult for researchers and practitioners to differentiate between issues that are directly relevant to KM and those that are not. This probably explains why the conceptual and theoretical boundaries of KM remain largely unclear and non-consensual. Furthermore, despite the presence of a plethora of literature, both theoretical and practiceoriented, there are often not many reporting on empirical field data such as the perceptions and concerns of the practitioners. In other words, the empirical KM perceptions of these organisational knowledge workers and practitioners remain largely unexplored. The general lack of a deeper understanding of empirical issues and concerns of these practitioners will lead to organisational ignorance of certain key issues, which will either threaten the success of KM projects, or indirectly affect the adoption of KM as a whole. We surmise that there could be a gap between what is commonly discussed in the literature and those contextual considerations pertinent to different groups of practitioners in organisations. This lends support to the claim that such a gap exists between the rhetoric of KM and how KM is actually implemented and managed in organisations (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000) . As the notion of managing knowledge transcends any specific individual, functional group or work context, there is a need for greater understanding of the views and concerns of knowledge workers and practitioners engaged in various aspects of business and organisations in order to bridge or narrow the gap between KM theory and actual practice. Our work seeks to address this gap as we try to surface the empirical issues and concerns surrounding KM research and implementation among different communities of practitioners.
On another note, the practice of KM may often be associated with information technologies (IT) or information systems (IS) functions. This is so where KM-related initiatives often appear to be driven or championed by IS professionals. Perhaps this is attributed to the fact that IS professionals have a clearer perspective of information management and technical solutions which could enable KM. For instance, from our observations at the KM Asia Conference 2001 held in Singapore, most vendors and exhibitors were largely IS-based companies offering a wide variety of technological solutions for KM. In the context of Singapore, we notice that many early adopters or champions of KM are either technology-oriented companies providing IS-based products and services (such as Accenture, National Computer Systems Ltd., and ST Computer Systems and Services Ltd.) or they are organisations where KM initiatives were driven by their IS/computing departments (examples include Housing Development Board, NTUC Income and Overseas Union Bank). Therefore it would not be surprising to find that most KM initiatives or projects are generally technology-focused. Such a trend has, to a certain extent, manifested a general misconception that KM is merely an IS function and not associated with other organisational functions and processes.
In general, few organisations have realised the fact that any successful implementation of KM really requires the co-ordination of different organisational functions. Ambrosio (2000) warns: "The most common (KM) error is failing to co-ordinate efforts between IT and human resource (HR). Do not fall into the trap of framing the KM effort as either a technology problem or a people problem. It is not an either-or situation. KM needs both to succeed." We see an increasing emphasis on the role of HR in KM initiatives. For instance, at the Knowledge Management and Organisational Learning Conference 2000 in San Francisco, there seemed to be a greater proportion of HR professionals attending as compared to the previous years. The majority of the participants in the previous years were IS professionals. Most of the themes discussed revolve around not on IS infrastructure but more on recruiting and retaining talent as well as designing compensation systems.
Objectives
The scope and objective of this paper is not to carry out an extensive literature survey or to compare and contrast literature with the data collected. Instead, we focus on achieving a first round of analysis of the empirical data collected, helping to identify and compile a range of KM issues, views and concerns collectively discussed and debated among a group of practitioners with similar functional backgrounds or experiences.
Our research generally aims at providing a deeper insight into the mindsets of selected communities of practitioners in Singapore, as we explore and elicit a range of perceptions and concerns associated either directly or indirectly with KM. As discussed in Section 1.1, considering (a) the mixing of diverse and non-consensual KM theories in literature, (b) the tendency of KM issues revolving around technological issues possibly as a result of the common misconception of KM being merely an IS function, and (c) the increasing awareness of the role of HR for KM, we decided to focus our research on exploring the perceptions of non-IS practitioners, such as those involved in HR and business management functions, with the hope of unearthing a wider range of KM views and concerns other than technology-oriented issues. This will hopefully contribute to a more balanced view of KM, taking into consideration more diverse work contexts and functions. At the same time, the findings reflect the collective mental profile of specific groups of professionals such as HR managers. We hope our work will facilitate the narrowing of gaps between common issues that are generally reported in the literature and the more contextual or unique issues that are perceived by particular groups of practitioners in organisations.
Background
The field of KM is a fast emerging area of interdisciplinary research and practice. Therefore we expected different communities of professionals to possess varying levels of understanding of this concept. Before we sought the research participants' views on KM, we provided a brief introduction to KM and some of its associated concepts and principles. This was necessary in order to establish a common background and context for the focus group discussion. Some of these concepts are summarised below.
To begin with, we shared with the focus group participants a practical definition of KM as "the formalisation of and access to experience, knowledge, and expertise that create new capabilities, enable superior performance, encourage innovation, and enhance customer value" (Beckman, 1997) . According to Wiig (1997) , we summarised the key objectives of KM as: firstly, "to make the enterprise act as intelligently as possible to secure its viability and overall success"; and secondly, "to otherwise realise the best value of its knowledge assets". In essence, KM involves the creation of an environment and opportunities to enhance the potential for co-ordination and synergism between networks and pools of knowledge. From a functional viewpoint, we listed out Beckman's (1997) eight-stage process for KM which are: Identify, Capture, Select, Store, Share, Apply, Create and Sell.
Alongside these KM processes which guide and drive the construction of corporate memory repositories, a whole spectrum of advanced information technologies and techniques may be used for supporting the activities in a KM cycle (Wiig, Hoog, & Spek, 1997) . We pointed out to the participants that KM may be examined at different levels and explored along a wide range of perspectives. This reveals the diversity and complexity of KM in research and practice, with converging contributions from various disciplines and perspectives such as organisation and management (e.g. HBR, 1998), economy and policymaking (e.g. OECD, 1996) and advanced information technologies (e.g. Shariq, 1998) , which are evidenced by the varied contributions to the special issues of several journals (e.g. Wong, 2000; Burstein, 2001; Davenport & Grover 2001) and book compilations (e.g. Cortada & Woods 1999; Liebowitz, 1999) , all of which are associated with the field of KM. The ambiguity about and the lack of a commonly accepted definition of KM are perhaps part of the reason for the confusion surrounding this field, which probably account for the diverse research disciplines it attracts, as well as for the various types of implementation approaches adopted by the practitioners.
Research Approach
Our study comprised a series of focus group sessions involving over 20 senior executives from HR and business management representing several organisations based in Singapore across a range of industries. This diversity of participants was necessary as we believed that their experiences in their functional or professional groups would help generate a wide (and hopefully more holistic) spectrum of opinions, views and issues. As our goal was to elicit a range of opinions and views from these HR professionals from different business and work contexts, we decided to invite a range of select companies. A list of these companies is given below: Focus group research is a useful and effective approach in this context for studying the emerging trends and issues in KM by providing a conducive platform for sense-making. Generally, it is a qualitative research technique in which a group of 8-10 participants of similar demographics, attitudes or behavioural patterns are led through a (usually) 2-hour discussion of a particular topic by a moderator (Greenbaum, 1998) . This technique has been widely used in market research for gathering consumer reactions towards certain products and services, but it has yet to be accepted as a formal approach in mainstream research. In the context of our study, focus groups were very useful mechanisms for making sense of fuzzy empirical KM issues and assessing the levels of KM understanding among HR managers. This approach of gathering and making sense of field data afforded an opportunity for constructing a collective mental profile of the practitioners and appreciating a range of practical issues perceived according to their backgrounds and work contexts, apart from the theoretical discourse or anecdotes commonly found in the literature. The proceedings of all the focus group sessions were carefully video and/or audio-taped for analysis and transcription. Data collected were compiled, extracted and analysed. The results were then broadly summarised along various themes in relation to KM. In our study, a range of perceptions and issues surfaced. These were grouped into categories such as organisational culture, KM vision and leadership, roles of human resource management, knowledge sharing, talent shortage, accessing and documenting knowledge, knowledge regeneration and learning. These will be elaborated in Section 4. The findings challenge some current presumptions and raise new research questions regarding HR and organisational management for KM.
Consulting
Empirical Issues Identified
Our study surfaces some of the issues, views and opinions of HR and business managers, reflecting the general perceptions, concerns and mindsets of these professionals in their work contexts and environments, as they attempted to make sense of KM.
Organisational culture
Almost all participants in our study identified organisational culture as one of the elements crucial to the success of KM. However, the nature and characteristics of such an ideal culture were not extensively discussed. It was generally perceived that a result-oriented organisational culture tended to have a positive influence on KM. Achieving such a culture depended on a number of motivational factors of the employees, such as whether they were high achievers or whether they had the desire to learn new skills and knowledge, and various other issues associated with knowledge sharing, including the extent or scope of sharing as well as the degree of proactiveness of the employees in sharing.
Motivation of employees
An HR manager from an internet-solution company commented that their organisational culture of being customer-and result-oriented made them successful. Intellectual capital is the company's main asset and fortunately most of the staff are self-motivated high achievers.
People in technology-oriented business are hungry for knowledge . . . . People are actually rewarded for bringing from other places ideas that work within our culture and the organisation.
This perspective was also shared by the other participants. The company uses e-learning as one of the strategies to help these individuals achieve their goals. The turnover of employees for this company is low, perhaps because most of them are proud to work in such a dynamic work environment. The company believes that by proactively renewing the knowledge residing within their employees, it would be able to keep up with the latest developments in the industry. In other companies, the concern is about whether their staff are motivated enough to take initiatives on their own to search for knowledge in the organisational database instead of reacting passively to the requirements of their work. Perhaps this is an issue related to the dynamics of the different business environments and their rates of knowledge obsolescence. Computing or IS-related types of knowledge tend to get outdated quickly, but this problem is less critical in other types of businesses. This could explain why technologyoriented companies tend to reward learning and application of knowledge.
Aspects of knowledge sharing
The act of sharing information and knowledge seems to occur primarily within project teams. So the issue here is whether a mechanism and an environment can be developed to facilitate the sharing of knowledge across teams throughout the organisation, preferably proactively. We also wish to add that companies should consider related factors such as availability of time for employees to engage in knowledge-sharing activities and the type of individuals they hope to recruit which could help propagate learning and knowledge sharing. For instance, individuals with a strong need for self-fulfilment are likely to be highly motivated and so would take the initiative to learn new skills. Establishing communities of practices within organisations may be viable for people with common interests to congregate and exchange ideas and knowledge.
KM vision and leadership
In terms of vision and leadership for KM, a number of associated factors and issues surfaced and these were discussed at length. Most of the participants agreed that their organisations lacked such vision and leadership, and so generally little or no KM objectives were formulated, nor was any formal KM implemented. One participant from a consulting firm believed that KM objectives should be set from the start, as companies should know what they can hope to achieve with KM besides merely improving information-handling capacity. These goals had to be understood by the entire organisation at different levels. A CEO's attitudes and roles towards KM often had a powerful influence on an organisation's culture.
Attitudes and perceptions of top leadership/CEO
All participants agreed that management "buy-in" is essential. A CEO should possess a pro-learning attitude himself and be able to appreciate the importance of KM. Unfortunately, a CEO often perceives KM as a cost rather than an investment, and so sufficient time and resources are not devoted to KM. The top management often abandons KM plans owing to other commitments and distractions in the organisation. This displays lack of commitment and sincerity on the CEO's part. Without such support by the CEO, employees themselves will not regard KM as a priority and remain caught up in the daily operations while KM tasks are brushed aside. KM is perceived as stealing time away from revenue generating activities, as it appears to promise merely medium-to long-term benefits but hardly any short-term ones. Compounding this problem is the difficulty in measuring and quantifying the benefits derived, as it is often difficult to link any tangible benefits, for instance improvement in financial performance, directly to KM initiatives. The intangible benefits of KM usually appear less convincing to the management. This probably explains why, according to our general observation, KM is often pursued fervently in a booming economy; but the budget for it is cut massively when the economy is not doing well.
Roles of top leadership/CEO
Participants felt that the CEO should undertake some of the following roles to ensure the success of KM. A participant remarked that lack of top leadership is the root of many barriers to KM.
I think the barriers arise when the culture and the values are not driven from the top . . ., are not demonstrated by the leadership of the company.
First of all, they believed that the top leader must drive KM personally to set an example himself. In this way, subordinates will hopefully respect his decision and follow the company's direction. Another important factor is about having clearer KM visions and objectives for the organisation.
What is the purpose that you want to achieve at the end of the day? What are you going to do better because you have a better system of handling information? KM objectives should be explicit in order to achieve collective understanding of the direction, goals and expectations. However, a concern was expressed that the vision of the leader/CEO may become distorted after permeating many levels across the organisation, and possibly result in the misinterpretation and abuse of KM implementation to create agendas other than the stated objectives of KM. This is an important issue and so we feel that leaders should be clear as to what they want to achieve, and must put in place mechanisms such as regular audits on KM performance or other measures such as return-on-investment (ROI). The CEO could empower the managers and charge them with the responsibility of demonstrating the results and benefits of KM. He should also be willing to commit organisational resources for KM. This hinges on the attitudes and perceptions of the CEO and he should see KM as an investment for longterm benefits rather than as a cost.
The continuity of KM even with changes in leadership is also crucial for its success in an organisation. Every new CEO comes with a new agenda. Therefore participants generally agreed that an outgoing CEO needs to put in place a mechanism to ensure that KM plans will not come to a standstill or be adversely affected by having a new CEO at the helm. KM has to be perceived as an ingredient essential to or vital for organisational survival before its continuity can be sustained. If KM is seen as the legacy of the previous CEO, it is most likely to be abolished when the new CEO steps in. Although HR is regarded as one of the enabling channels for KM, participants lamented the fact that the CEO often fails to give sufficient authority to HR to support KM. This calls for greater empowerment of HR functions by their organisations.
Perceptions of HR relative to IT/IS
The participants also surfaced various other issues and the limitations of current HR functions which could possibly undermine the future role of HR in KM.
Roles of HR functions
To begin with, the authority and scope of HR functions are limited and so there is a need for greater empowerment of such roles. An associated issue is the frequent isolation of HR functions in relation to other organisational functions such as administration. According to the participants, it appears that typically an HR department may formulate a certain set of policies but the other operational/line departments tend to implement these policies in their own manner. There is a need for greater synergy between HR and other departments; for instance, better co-ordination and mutual understanding between the HR and operational departments in practising HR policies consistently.
Balance of emphasis between HR and IT
The participants with consulting experience pointed out that many of their clients ignored the importance of HR functions in their implementation of KM. These organisations tend to overemphasise technology and view the installation of technological infrastructure as equivalent to KM. Perhaps KM is perceived to be synonymous with IT implementation. In any case, this probably explains why HR functions appear to be ignored or underemphasised as compared to IT functions.
A lot of the companies that are planning to do it (KM) may be doing it on reverse mode. They look at technology first . . ., but I think the correct order should be the people's mindset, followed by the processes, and then the technology.
Despite such lamentation, technology is still regarded as essential for leveraging knowledge. Technological systems by themselves may not be able to share and apply knowledge like humans do, but they are still important because they can help to transmit information and knowledge captured in knowledge bases to a wider audience in the organisation, and even across national boundaries. An organisational knowledge base can also help to locate the correct expertise for a particular project. So, as much as HR is crucial to KM's success, IT was perceived to be indispensable as well.
In order to leverage (KM), you really need to have technology.
However, previous studies reveal that most firms with KM systems based purely on a technology solution realise that such an approach fails (Martensson, 2000) . Though technology may be necessary for KM, it does not seem to be sufficient (Warren, 1999; Bassi, 1997) . Some literature refute the argument that KM is equivalent to the construction of IT infrastructure, and some have questioned IT's role in enabling tacit knowledge transfer. For instance, Roberts (2000) highlights the acute shortcomings of IT in this respect, arguing that tacit knowledge transfer often requires co-location and co-presence. This raises the question of whether IT is really a critical success factor for KM and whether smaller companies that do not have the financial resources to invest in sophisticated IT systems will ever achieve their KM objectives. This issue is relevant to small, medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) which may not necessarily have the type of IT infrastructure and support that the larger organisations have, but which may have fewer employees, allowing for easier sharing of knowledge and fostering of trust.
Knowledge-sharing issues
The discussions and feedback have tossed up a number of issues associated with knowledge sharing in organisations. These issues provide insights into the possible factors influencing or regulating sharing behaviour.
Managers' insecurity
With regards to acquiring and generating new knowledge through the introduction of new expertise into organisations, one issue that needs to be resolved is that of the managers' fear of hiring talent that may outshine them and subsequently diminish their position or power in the company. In other words, managers tend to feel threatened and afraid if they are outshone by new and better staff. A corollary to this phenomenon is that managers may choose to hire people who share their own perspectives and ideas so that their position will not be undermined. This is very much a hidden problem, and perhaps a third party should be involved in the hiring process.
Asian's "humbleness"
A common issue relating to the Asian culture was raised. According to the participants, in Singapore, if employees in an organisation encounter certain problems, they would need to seek and approach the relevant expert personally before the expert shares his experiential wisdom. This is because experts generally do not "publicise up-front" what they "know" until they are approached. Few Asians will readily stand up and announce to their colleagues what skills and knowledge they possess. In other words, they are not inclined to "show off" unless asked. Another reason is that people may feel apprehensive about sharing because they do not wish to be embarrassed in case they sound "silly" to others. However, this notion of "humbleness" may not hold true in all situations, as another participant in our study noted: he was impressed with the way Japanese salesmen get together and share their ideas on how to target their prospective customers. These salesmen do not seem embarrassed to contribute their individual knowledge and experience. We feel that the issue of people not being forthcoming in knowledge sharing is a complex one. It may be merely due to apparent humbleness or it may be that people tend to share only commodity knowledge but keep or hold back the relatively more valuable intellectual capital.
Resistance to new ideas
Ideas presented by a newcomer to an organisation may not be readily accepted. This is probably because the newcomer has not gained "legitimacy" in the company by participating in the operations or "by rolling up his sleeves and dirtying his hands". As such, new employees are often perceived to lack credibility in the eyes of the experienced staff. Such an "I do you follow" mindset breeds a culture in which new employees are expected to learn and take instructions from the experienced staff unquestioningly, and the organisation suffers as a whole from lack of critical feedback and injection of fresh ideas. As an example cited by one of the participants, senior staff in manufacturing companies generally do not readily accept ideas from newcomers who are often perceived to lack operational experience and are able to suggest only theoretical ideas which may be regarded as impractical or irrelevant. This is an interesting remark as it seems to imply that organisational staff in the manufacturing domain tend to possess such mindsets.
Theoretical knowledge versus operational experience
In relation to the issue discussed earlier, participants were of the opinion that the sharing of theoretical knowledge or ideas not tested could meet with a great deal of resistance or the "not-invented-here" syndrome. Theoretical knowledge in this case refers to ideas not proven, or theories straight from the book. The problems of credibility and of whether a new solution would be effective arise. This results in organisational staff being less forthcoming in contributing new ideas. We suggest that brainstorming sessions are necessary for companies to leverage on theoretical ideas or to fine-tune ideas that can help to improve operations. To avoid unnecessary dampening of newcomers' initiatives, HR can arrange for all newcomers to rotate among various departments an organisation in order for them to have a feel of the different aspects of the operations. In this way, newcomers will be more informed about the actual operations, and their suggestions for improvements would gain some credibility. It is important to have an organisational culture that is open to new ideas. The recruitment of new people with an open mindset and attitude may be helpful.
Motivations for knowledge sharing
There are many motivational factors behind knowledgesharing behaviours in organisations. Incentives and rewards are a common and powerful motivator. Yet, according to some participants, certain employees are motivated to share even if they are given recognition rather than rewards. Perhaps, personal esteem and gaining recognition as a "knowledgeable" person or an "expert" are regarded more valuable by this group of employees. Reciprocity by peer workers was also seen as an important motive for sharing knowledge, especially in a community where members are encouraged to contribute or acquire knowledge, thus enjoying mutual benefits. With regards to the issue of incentives and rewards, it is interesting to note that not all participants in our study reached a consensus. Participants from consulting firms or with consulting backgrounds tend to advocate the notion that knowledge sharing should be duly rewarded and appraised.
. . . the things that are not measured will not get done.
We have failed in creating a local database, because we offered neither incentives nor discipline.
They believe that in order to encourage people to share knowledge, contribution must be measured and appraised. Therefore coming up with criteria to differentiate those who contribute from those who do not is important to facilitate such behaviour. The issue of whether incentives, rewards and appraisals are essential for knowledge sharing will be further discussed in the following section.
Community spirit versus rewards/incentives
Participants were divided on the issue of whether incentives and rewards are necessary at all to encourage sharing behaviour. One group felt that sharing should be voluntary, and another advocated the use of rewards and incentives. That this phenomenon could possibly vary depending on the type of work functions or domains was also highlighted. According to some participants from the manufacturing industry, it was observed that those who are more willing to share are usually technicians or engineers rather than staff from supporting functions such as sales or marketing. This "community spirit" appears to reside more among technical personnel than among administrative staff.
Blue-collar (technical) and white-collar (administrative) workers are different. When you ask blue-collar workers to share knowledge on the nature of their work while on the job training, they have no hesitations about it. They will share. However, when you ask white-collar executives to share their knowledge, they will be conscious of the many sources from which they tap and compile their knowledge, and they will hesitate and ask themselves: Why should I share my knowledge with you?
If I were to say from my experience, it is that salespeople are very selfish.
This is an interesting observation as it implies that technical staff (such as engineers, technicians) are usually more willing to share than those working in supporting or administrative functions (such as sales and marketing). This raises the question of whether having a sense of community spirit is generally more prevalent among technical staff, and if so, why. One possible explanation offered during the discussion was that such behaviour may be due to the ways in which these individuals are rewarded and recognised. Technicians and engineers are not rewarded for the number of machines that they repair or the customer service problems that they solve. On the other hand, salesmen are rewarded for the number of sales they clinch, usually not as a group but individually. So it is not in their interest to share sales-related skills or information about clients. This implies that different motives will influence sharing behaviour in different categories of employees or professionals, depending on the way they are motivated on the job.
I guess that if we are dealing with bluecollars, money is important to them . . . . As we move higher into the more educated group (white-collars), I suppose they do not feel that everything they do have to be money-driven. This comment by a participant from a consulting background implies that different reward systems would appeal to different levels of staff. For instance, monetary rewards can be built into the blue-collar workers' basic salary as an incentive for them to generate knowledge and share their job experiences. For the white-collar workers, there may be a host of factors to consider besides monetary rewards such as recognition and promotions. This remark was presumably made on the assumption that blue-collar workers tend to have a basic salary lower than that of white-collar workers (which may not necessarily be true) and therefore they seek to improve their monetary compensation first before considering other factors like career prospects, which can be realised only in the medium-to long-term. On the other hand, white-collar workers who achieve a satisfactory level of compensation may seek further self-fulfilment in terms of promotion and recognition which act as a motivator for sharing their "expert knowledge". As Harman and Brelade (2000) explains, "Using recognition as a reward is often viewed by knowledge workers as one of the most powerful motivators, especially if their first loyalty is to their area of expertise rather than the organisation."
Despite taking these factors into account, sharing of expert knowledge may not be complete as there will be a tendency for a person to retain some of the knowledge. On the other hand, it may possibly be that the experts find difficulty in imparting their experiential wisdom.
Then there are those who do not think that additional rewards should be given for sharing knowledge. Participants from the IT firms claimed that sharing is essential for survival in their business and so no additional rewards are necessary. Some were of the opinion that sharing should be part of the job requirements and there should be a passion to share. They felt that it is an unhealthy culture and mindset if people share only when there are rewards. Other reasons for not tying rewards directly to the sharing of knowledge include higher costs for the company, the need for voluntary sharing in order to elicit the tacit component of knowledge, undesirable increase in opportunistic behaviour, and the development of an evaluation/reward system that may be too complex.
Practice-oriented literature generally advocates the notion that using reward as a motivator is necessary for the sharing of expertise and intelligence (e.g. Price Waterhouse Coopers, 1999). However, a few participants in our study appeared to associate rewards with monetary gains. They were generally not agreeable to the practice of giving "monetary gains" in return for sharing knowledge. Companies such as American Management Systems, Inc. (AMS), an international IT and management consulting firm, have made knowledge sharing a part of the incentive pay structure, and this has become a key element for promotion in the company. However, the director of AMS cautions that knowledge contributors should be limited to those who are likely to have meaningful contributions. This helps to reduce the cost and effort of monitoring contributions and also creates a coveted "contributor status" in the company.
Considerations for knowledge sharing
As elaborated in Section 4.1, a number of factors could influence the outcome of knowledge sharing. The extent and scope of sharing is a consideration; for instance, whether sharing should be restricted to a group, or spread across different groups. At the individual level, factors such as proactiveness in sharing and the intrinsic nature of an individual (e.g. highly motivated with strong need for self-fulfilment or having particular types of interests) will largely influence the amount and type of knowledge to be shared. At the organisational level, efforts such as allowing reasonable time for busy employees to engage in sharing activities and establishing communities of practice for exchange of ideas are likely to go a long way in encouraging knowledge-sharing behaviour and culture.
For finding a platform for knowledge sharing, there are some suggestions which include promoting sharing within a working team environment, and also through mentoring.
Experienced staff preferably should be trained to mentor effectively; otherwise time and effort may be wasted. This requires careful selection of mentors, taking into consideration an individual's attitudes, personality profiles, job performance, track record and recommendations from senior management. Furthermore, these mentors should be duly appraised for their contribution; for instance, giving recognition for the hours spent on mentoring as part of their job.
Shortage of talent
Shortage of talent in industries tends to affect the generation and application of knowledge. Participants from the IT industry were concerned over this issue as more competitors are entering the industry. Apparently it has become rather difficult for them to fill specialist positions from outside. Participants from industries like consultancy and manufacturing felt that losing experienced staff has become a major problem. Interestingly, some participants from the service industries claimed that turnover does not affect them very much. It seems that the problem of talent shortage is relatively more severe in the consulting profession and manufacturing type of industry than in the service industry. In the light of shortage of skilled staff, the general perception among the participants was that most companies appear to settle for new graduates without work experience. However, there was also a concern that the calibre of local candidates may differ from that of foreign ones, as the former were generally perceived to lack the core skills or what is termed "problem-solving" skills.
Perhaps organisations could try to understand the issue from another angle. Knowledge residing within their employees is proprietary knowledge and specific to the firm's operations and context, while expertise that is employed externally will possess largely commodity knowledge that other competing organisations may also have. Therefore, organisational leaders should seriously consider further training and upgrading of experienced employees or experts from within their corporate ranks as a means to buffer the problems of brain drain. This issue of retaining in-house talents needs to be understood in perspective by the management, because otherwise these talents will not be valued and the organisation will not proactively develop talent in-house. This requires a balance between eliciting fresh perspectives from new employees and developing proprietary knowledge from within the organisation.
Accessing and documenting knowledge
Participants generally lamented that rules and regulations associated with tight security and confidentiality hinder the sharing of knowledge and information in some organisations. In this case, trying to decide what type of information/knowledge are sensitive, and who has the authorisation to access has become a big hurdle for these organisations.
When I was with the organisation . . . , the culture was one of tight security. This made it very difficult to share because there were many levels of barriers imposed.
Even in situations where certain information and knowledge are not really sensitive or confidential, people tend to use security consideration as an excuse for not sharing them with colleagues across departments. According to Mayo (1998) , a favourite excuse given by organisations that withhold information is one of "commercial sensitivity", which reflects a sense of unwillingness to trust employees with information.
Documenting knowledge can also be a fairly unnatural task. A participant from an IT company commented that it is difficult to get their technical staff to document their knowledge and processes when they finish an assignment. Such documentation procedure requires programmers to follow a standard format which involves the filling up of forms. Programmers are generally not attuned to the idea as they prefer to work in a less structured environment. Perhaps another reason may be that the programmers are often tied up with daily work. On the other hand, if systematic procedures for knowledge documentation are not enforced, then staff would generally shove aside such tasks and focus more on other more priority work. It is worthwhile to note that AMS has a distinct practice. It hires journalists to interview knowledge contributors and document the acquired knowledge. The company understands that it is unnatural for people to have to consciously write down what they know. Therefore the hiring of professional journalists to carry out knowledge elicitation and documentation in a concise format improves the uniformity and usefulness of the coded knowledge.
So far documentation may be effective only for capturing process-oriented types of knowledge or skills. The real tacit part of knowledge transmits in a very informal and interactive way; for instance, through a "buddy" system. To enable such transmission to take place, trust and friendship are key ingredients to facilitate the sharing of tacit knowledge without reservation. Organisations that promote teamwork may be a step in the right direction. This raises the new challenge of how team knowledge can be replicated and shared with another team.
Knowledge regeneration and learning
On the issue of employee's generating new ideas or acquiring new skills, the general perception was that local university graduates are not inquisitive enough to adopt self-learning. They do not seem to possess the thirst for knowledge. So organisations often find it difficult to motivate their staff to be proactive in learning and taking the initiative to regenerate their knowledge. Perhaps the management needs to understand the reasons behind this. The reasons may be that employees do not have sufficient time to take up external courses outside working hours as a result of family commitments, or that may be they feel there are no incentives for learning due to the limited opportunities for career advancement. Perhaps organisations need to create for their employees a facilitating environment in which incentives are used as motivators (for instance, providing allowance and subsidy to encourage staff to take up upgrading courses) and in which recognition is given for their earned credentials (such as taking into account the newly acquired knowledge and skills for staff appraisals and promotion). Organisations should consider allocating time and funds for employees to attend these courses. Communities of practice may also be formed to keep members updated with the developments in their field of expertise.
However, organisations may encounter some resistance as they try to encourage knowledge regeneration and learning among its staff. The perception was that older staff tend to resist change and possibly regard training as a waste of time. These older staff, whether in terms of age or work seniority, usually form part of a group of sceptics. Resistance is likely to be stronger if the sceptics hold senior management positions. This means that if they happen to chair certain meetings or initiatives, the chances are that they may not be very receptive to new ideas. Careful management of this group will help to ensure that a few persons' negativity will not have too much adverse influence on the organisation's commitment to KM as a whole.
One of the reasons cited for employees' lack of initiative in acquiring new skills for their work/career is the lack of awareness of such skills in the first place. It is also possible that employees are not certain of their career paths and options. A suggestion made was to increase the awareness of the types of skills available which can be taken into account when employees plan and develop their careers. This may serve as an incentive for them to learn and regenerate their knowledge. Another participant expressed concern that getting staff to share knowledge is not easy even after having sent them for training courses sponsored by the organisation. It seems that these people often cannot make time for sharing sessions or that they are able to relate only the theoretical aspects of what they have learnt, without linking these concepts to practice. With regards to the difficulty of finding time for sharing, there may be two further associated issues. Firstly, organisations may be unwilling to allocate official time for knowledge-sharing sessions, and secondly, staff who have undergone training may not find it equitable to share the knowledge that they have painstakingly acquired over a period of time. This is especially so if employees have invested their personal and family time after office hours to attend these courses. One possible remedy is for organisations to incorporate sharing activities as part of the employees' performance appraisals. Other ways include acknowledging their efforts in organisations' publications (such as magazines and newsletters) or presenting awards at special events and functions. Sharing sessions by these employees who are undergoing or have completed some form of training courses may be organised in such a way that the sessions can be a two-way discussion forum, benefiting both the knowledge contributor and the receivers.
Concluding Remarks
This paper reports some preliminary findings of an ongoing research which aims at eliciting and understanding a range of empirical perceptions and issues associated with KM among senior HR and business managers in Singapore-based organisations. A wide range of HR issues are surfaced, providing an interesting insight into the attitudes, mindsets and motivations of this group of professionals, and how these factors have implications for the success or failure of KM initiatives in organisations. Focus group research was used as an effective approach for surfacing and making sense of emerging trends and contextual issues in KM. Some of these categories of issues from our study include organisational culture, KM vision and leadership, perception of HR roles, knowledgesharing issues, concern over talent shortage, difficulties in accessing and documenting knowledge, and problems of learning and regeneration of knowledge. Most of the discussions and debates generated from the focus groups centred on people-oriented issues. Some of these issues relate to the current state of affairs in organisations, such as knowledge bottlenecks and allied problems, while other discussions reflect the personal views and opinions of the participants, which vary according to the backgrounds, experiences and organisational contexts. We hope our work is a positive step towards seeking a better appreciation and understanding of KM issues and concerns from the perspectives of HR and business managers, and at the same time narrowing the gaps between issues that are generally reported in the literature and pragmatic issues of concern as perceived by practitioners in organisations. This study of empirical KM perceptions is part of our ongoing efforts in exploring the socio-cognitive perspectives of KM among various groups of knowledge workers.
